
CHAPTER 13

THE ROLE OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION IN 
PUBLIC POLICY AND ANALYSIS

The true politician . . . takes human nature . . . as he finds it, a compound of good and 
ill qualities, of good and ill tendencies—imbued with powers and actuated by passions 
and propensities which blend enjoyment with suffering and make the causes of welfare 

the causes of misfortune. . . . He will favor all those institutions and plans which tend to 
make men happy according to their natural bent, which multiply the sources of individual 

enjoyment and increase those of national resource and strength—taking care to infuse 
in each case all the ingredients which can be devised as preventives or correctives of the 

evil which is the eternal concomitant of temporal blessing. 

(Alexander Hamilton 1795/1973, 19:59–60) 

The supposed sequence by which solutions are found for preexisting 
problems, as if they were fixed in concrete, should give way to the 

notion that man-made solutions also create man-made problems. 

(Aaron Wildavsky 1979, 23)

The very categories of thought underlying rational analysis are themselves a kind of paradox, 
defined in political struggle. They do not exist before or without politics, and because they 

are necessarily abstract (they are categories of thought, after all), they can have multiple 
meanings. Thus, analysis is itself a creature of politics; it is a strategically crafted argument, 

designed to create ambiguities and paradoxes and resolve them in a particular direction. 

(Deborah Stone 1997, 7)

In its broadest sense, public policy is a reflection of how people in political society define a good 
life, and how they try to achieve it through their political institutions. Public policy thus comprises 
substantive perspectives and values that characterize a regime, mixed with institutional processes 
for realizing them. In a political society that prizes liberty above all else—and toward that end 
diffuses power among branches, levels of government, and sectors of political society—the policy 
process is bound to entail confusion and contradiction. In the United States, public policy can be 
none other than a host of “continuities in conflict” (MacIntyre 1984).
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This is why American public policy is so difficult to understand and study. It defies the domi-
nance of any one theme, typology, framework, theory, or model of explanation. This does not 
mean, however, that attempts at explanation are useless. They are in fact quite useful, as long 
as one recognizes that each explanation may obscure as much or more as it explains. For these 
reasons, it is important for leaders of the policy process to be armed with a variety of models in 
order to compensate for the limitations of any single approach. This becomes even more impor-
tant within the context of America’s constitutional systems of governance, which seek to balance 
competing values.

In this chapter, we first address the character of public policy in the United States in light of 
constitutional history and the Democratic Balancewheel model of public administration presented 
in chapter 6. Public policy is shaped in significant ways by the content and evolution of many 
constitutional values and doctrines, as well as by the evolution of the governance traditions which 
now inform administrative practice. Following the discussion of how our constitutional systems 
of governance shape the policy relationships among the private, public, and nonprofit sectors, we 
review some commonly used models of the policy process and policy analysis in the contemporary 
literature, and highlight their strengths and weaknesses in understanding how policy is developed 
and implemented. Throughout the chapter, we emphasize the pivotal roles played in the policy 
process by the public administration.

THE CHARACTER OF AMERICAN PUBLIC POLICY

As described in chapters 4 through 6, the American constitutional tradition revolves around 
the belief that ordered liberty is a central principle of a good life, and that a republic is the best 
governing form for achieving this goal. Students and practitioners consistently affirm this belief. 
Beyond that, however, agreement begins to fray. The founders were no different. Their visions 
of the “proper” republic ranged from Alexander Hamilton’s feverish commercial republic, to 
Thomas Jefferson’s modest agrarian republic, to the Puritans’ covenantal republic. Their views of 
good public policy varied accordingly and have been evident in the struggles over public policy 
ever since. The four governance traditions identified in our Democratic Balancewheel model in 
chapter 6 evolved from these struggles and continue to inform policy debate in distinct ways. For 
example, our governments cannot effectively design and implement a policy without including 
procedures for access and input by affected interest groups, and without building in protections 
for individual rights that may be adversely affected.

Moreover, considerations regarding policy effectiveness must include assessments of ad-
ministrative responsiveness to the public as well as to policy oversight bodies. Effectiveness is 
also conditioned upon assessments of feasibility, capacity, and the anticipation of political and 
organizational pathologies that may compromise it. Thus, the four governance traditions we 
described at the end of chapter 4 affect our judgments of what makes good policy. With each of 
these models, as we summarized in Exhibit 5.1, there is a complementary administrative role that 
ensures successful implementation of the governance model. For example, the Hamiltonian strong 
executive model requires administrators to take greater responsibility for policy design than is the 
case with the Jeffersonian model, which assumes high levels of citizen engagement in shaping 
policy initiatives. On the other hand, the Madisonian model presumes administrators will play a 
central mediating role in managing conflicts among competing interest groups who are the major 
drivers of the policy process. While all of these models are in play in the policy development 
and implementation process, they are not in play in equal balance. Rather, the character of public 
policy is skewed by the dominance of one vision of a proper republic or another over time. This 
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reminds us that policy debates most often reflect different visions of what is best for a system of 
ordered liberty.

In chapter 5, we reviewed the historical periods that gave greater shape and focus to each of 
the various democratic governance models that are embedded in our constitutional foundations. 
For about a century, public policy reflected the character of Jefferson’s agrarian republic, with 
elements of covenantal republicanism weaved throughout. From the Gilded Age forward, the 
character of public policy shifted to reflect the evolution of a commercial republic, with a heavy 
emphasis on Hamiltonian concerns for efficient and effective administration to counterbalance 
the proliferation and dominance of interest groups. We documented this history in considerable 
detail in chapter 5 and remind readers here of its relevance as a framework for thinking about 
public policy development and implementation in the United States.

CONSTRUCTING A COMMERCIAL REPUBLIC

The failings of government under the Articles of Confederation led the founders to rethink the 
stimulative and regulatory roles of the national government over the country’s economy. In ad-
dition to the reorganization of government, the new U.S. Constitution established national au-
thority and uniform standards to regulate commerce among the states, to protect the sanctity of 
contracts, to establish and value currency, to establish a national postal system, to grant patents 
on new inventions, to establish uniform bankruptcy laws, to fix standards for weights and mea-
sures, and to levy excise taxes on the fruits of trade. It established the coast guard and the navy 
primarily to police harbors and protect sea lanes of commerce. It also structured a more uniform 
environment for social policy and citizen behavior: records and judicial proceedings in one state 
were recognized in all others, and the privileges and protections granted to citizens in one state 
were extended to visiting citizens from other states. These protections and greater uniformity 
were reinforced by the adoption of the due process and equal protection clauses in the Fourteenth 
Amendment (1868), which resulted in the application of many federal rights and powers to the 
states. The subsequent liberalization of corporate charters by the states, along with the elevation of 
corporations to the status of legal persons by the U.S. Supreme Court, cemented the commercial 
republic into a dominant place in American society. This historical development is reviewed in 
greater detail in chapter 5.

The U.S. Constitution thus gave the federal government significant policy tools with which to 
promote and regulate commerce, and the states and their communities have since followed suit 
with policies that strongly favor economic development as their first priority. The combination of 
federal and state commercial policies provides a vast infrastructure of laws, transportation systems, 
communication systems, and community structures that support and subsidize the business sector. 
Economic life flourishes as a result. It is hardly surprising, then, that commentators on the Constitu-
tion characterize it as an economic document as much as a political one. Indeed, the new science 
of political economy emerged as an integral aspect of the Enlightenment and heavily influenced 
the American founders. The Lockean belief in acquisitiveness as a fundamental human drive to be 
promoted rather than suppressed informs Federalist thought as well as modern economic theory 
and practice. It is now sewn deeply into American life, so much so that the market—the means 
by which the acquisitive passion is inflamed—now serves as the dominant model of society (not 
just of the economy) for many Americans.

Society is viewed as a collection of autonomous, rational decision makers who have no 
community life. Their interactions consist entirely of trading with one another to maximize 
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their individual well-being. They each have objectives or preferences, they each compare 
alternative ways of attaining their objectives, and they each choose the way that yields the 
most satisfaction. They maximize their self-interest through rational calculation. (Deborah 
Stone 1997, 9)

This image now pervades all spheres of American life, especially politics, where people speak of 
votes being traded, services bought and sold, customers served, and where public policy “produces” 
outputs as if from an assembly line. The idea of a complex administrative state that efficiently 
polices markets and produces benefits and services for its citizens logically accompanied this 
image in tandem with the rise of industrial markets. And management thought has developed in 
league with it (see chapter 7). As illustrated below, market life also strongly influences our models 
of policymaking, implementation, and analysis.

Much of modern policy study is organized by economic themes such as regulation of firms 
and market behavior; distribution and redistribution of income, goods, and services; and even 
self-regulation through restructuring of market incentives (see discussion in chapter 3). Most 
students of public policy are now heavily schooled in economic approaches to policy analysis. 
In fact, most policy analysis texts treat government action as simply (and desirably) a matter of 
intervention to correct the operation of markets where normal market dynamics break down or 
are not present. According to this model, government action should be the exception rather than 
the rule. This kind of thinking takes for granted the massive infrastructure put into place by our 
governments to support and subsidize a complex array of markets with widely varying structures 
and dynamics. This is a mistake analogous to focusing only on the annual operating budget while 
taking for granted the huge capital budget that undergirds it.

The public is occasionally reminded of the larger reality of government support for the 
economy when controversial business projects are proposed that involve significant outlays of 
public money and resources. In Salt Lake City, Utah, for example, a prominent businessperson 
recently led a campaign to build a professional soccer complex in the metro area to boost support 
for his new Major League Soccer team Real Salt Lake. He sought support from state, county, and 
local governments to purchase land and build infrastructure, arguing that well over $100 million 
in public support would yield even greater economic benefits over the long term. When the Salt 
Lake County government refused to support the project, citing flawed income projections in the 
project proposal, leading state politicians stepped in quickly to redirect county tax money and 
appropriate state funding to support the project—this despite strong public opposition to the mas-
sive appropriation of tax dollars for an obviously risky venture. At the national level, we have all 
witnessed the massive bailout of commercial and investment banks that were deemed “too big 
to fail,” and who brought themselves as well as much of the global economy to its knees during 
the 2007–8 financial crisis. Though extremely controversial and dispiriting, without the massive 
bailout and subsequent economic stimulus plan implemented by the federal government, credit 
for operating many businesses and farms would have frozen solid, leading to widespread market 
failures and a depression far worse than we have already experienced.

One quickly surmises from these cases how blurred the line really is between public policy 
and private-sector business and nonprofit activities. Public support comes not only through direct 
financial subsidies but also through other broad institutional influences established in our consti-
tutions and laws. For example, property rights, binding contracts, tax exemptions for nonprofit 
organizations and tax subsidies for private firms, social and economic insurance, and monetary 
and fiscal policy are established by governments to stimulate market exchanges and to maintain 
as much predictability about the future as possible. In essence, markets are places where people 
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engage in the voluntary exchange of goods and services only when certain amounts and types of 
risk are adequately hedged, some costs are subsidized, and a stable infrastructure is established 
to support the exchanges over the long run.

In all but the simplest of exchanges—as in bartering, where services or material goods change 
hands—conflicts about exchange are settled outside the transaction itself. For example, the value 
of a dollar bill is not determined by the exchange itself, and it is only partly determined by the 
aggregation of exchanges over space and time. Much of the value of any given transaction is an 
artifact of a uniform currency and of monetary policy conducted by the U.S. Federal Reserve 
System. What ensures the durability of exchanges over time is a commitment to enforce property 
rights, including contractual obligations—whether implied or literal—by courts. And market 
fluctuations are buffered substantially by fiscal stabilization policies at federal and state levels. 
These public institutions must function effectively before markets can produce goods and services 
in a satisfactory manner.

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE GOODS

Once the public infrastructure is put into place, markets can then be relied upon to signal produc-
tion levels and allocate resources as private goods, while governments produce public goods. In 
many economics and public policy texts, public goods are treated as those goods and services that, 
because of their nature, are underproduced in the marketplace. Exhibit 13.1 presents a common 
typology of economic goods.

On one axis is tenure or excludability; on the other is consumption or rivalry. Private goods 
are those over which an individual can have complete ownership. The owner can exclude others 
from their use or appropriation. Private goods are consumed individually, and thus entail rivalry 
over consumption. An apple, an article of clothing, or a bottle of soda are typical examples of 
private goods. In contrast, public goods are those for which excludability is low, and for which 
one person’s enjoyment has no effect on another’s enjoyment (hence, no rivalry). A view of the 
mountains from a housing subdivision qualifies as a public good, as does law enforcement, defense, 
and clean air. The typology identifies other common goods as well. Toll goods are characterized 
by a lack of rivalry in consumption and the ability to exclude others. For example, all who can 
pay the toll may enter and travel on the same toll road. Common-pool goods are characterized 
by rivalry in consumption and low levels of excludability, such as fish in the ocean, timber in the 
national forests, or animals grazing on public lands. The low excludability of these goods makes 
them susceptible to degradation unless carefully regulated and managed. Failing to regulate such 
goods results in their unintended depletion—a condition known as the “tragedy of the commons” 
(Hardin 1968).

Most public, toll, and common-pool goods are provided or regulated by government jurisdic-
tions because market incentives alone cannot lead to their efficient production and/or allocation. 
Only private goods that are exclusive and whose consumption promotes rivalry are ideally suited 
to freely functioning markets. Thus, the public sector does not simply build and manage much 
of the economic infrastructure for markets; it also takes responsibility for producing public 
goods, regulating the commons, and equitably managing toll goods. Those who work in public 
life cannot ignore this “visible hand” of government support for the private sector (Chandler 
1993; Moss 2002).

Another dimension of this visible hand exists in the world of government contracting. Some 
markets exist solely because governments directly sponsor the production of certain goods and 
services. The vast military-industrial complex in the United States clearly reflects this arrange-
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ment, as do large construction firms that live mainly from one public road or highway project 
to another. The expansion of the nonprofit sector in recent decades is also due in large part to 
increased government contracts for social services. Whole industries and service systems exist 
because of government sponsorship.

THE RATIONALE FOR ECONOMIC REGULATION

Given the close relationship between government and the economy described above, it is easier 
to see why economic regulation is necessary. Markets do not function well without a lot of public 
infrastructure, and regulatory policies form an integral part of that infrastructure. Exhibit 13.2 
outlines the most common justifications for regulation of markets.

Despite these justifications, however, regulatory policies remain subject to serious criticism and 
have been under active attack since the late 1980s (Cooper 2009). Critics complain that regulation 
interferes with market efficiency, resulting in higher costs and prices, excess profits, and restricted 
choices for consumers. They argue that regulatory agencies are easily captured by special interests, 
that the regulatory rulemaking process is dominated by these “insiders,” and that regulators cannot 
effectively anticipate all the innovative and aberrant behaviors of firms in finding loopholes and 
ways around regulations. Accordingly, they advocate alternatives to regulation wherever possible, 
and in ways that enhance rather than retard market principles. Exhibit 13.3 briefly summarizes 
the more commonly advocated alternatives.

While the criticisms of and alternatives to regulation have merit, they rest on an overly sim-
plistic claim that markets are generally efficient and will effectively police themselves because 
of the discipline of market competition. This of course presumes that markets are “naturally” 
competitive, and that consumers have sufficient knowledge of their products, practices, and prices 
to purchase the “best” products and services. Unfortunately, these ideal market conditions rarely 
if ever exist in the real world. Businesses often conspire to restrict competition and information, 
and when they succeed, intervention is needed to correct the ill effects. In many cases, we want 
our governments to prevent them from succeeding in such efforts in the first place.
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%XHIBIT������ Common Justifications for Government Regulation

 1. Need to regulate “natural” monopolies and concentrated oligopolies. Sometimes 
MONOPOLIES�OR�OLIGOPOLIES��WHERE�A�FEW�LARGE�lRMS�CONTROL�THE�VAST�MAJORITY�OF�A�MARKET	�ARE�
THE�MOST�EFlCIENT�AND�STABLE�STRUCTURE�FOR�AN�INDUSTRY��5TILITIES�ARE�THE�CLASSIC�EXAMPLE��-OST�OR�
ALL�PEOPLE�MUST�BE�SERVED��THE�INFRASTRUCTURE�IS�MASSIVE�AND�EXPENSIVE�TO�MAINTAIN��AND�THERE�IS�
A�PUBLIC�INTEREST�IN�STANDARDIZATION�OF�THE�SERVICE��(OWEVER��THE�CONTROLLING�lRM�S	�MUST�NOT�BE�
ALLOWED�TO�UNFAIRLY�RESTRICT�THE�SUPPLY�OF�THE�UTILITY�GOOD�OR�SERVICE�IN�ORDER�TO�RAISE�PRICES��AND�
OVERSIGHT�IS�NEEDED�TO�ENSURE�QUALITY�OF�SERVICE�

� ���Equity concerns: ��	�DUE�TO�UNIVERSAL�ENTITLEMENT�TO�SOME�BASIC�GOOD�OR�SERVICE�REGARDLESS�
OF�ABILITY�TO�PAY����	�SOME�SOURCES�OF�INCOME�PROlT��WINDFALLS	�ARE�UNDESERVED�AND�SHOULD�BE�
REDISTRIBUTED�THROUGH�REGULATION��AND���	�OTHER�TYPES�OF�INCOME�PROlT�ARE�ESPECIALLY�DESERVING�
�MINIMUM�WAGE�STANDARDS��SOME�PRICE�SUPPORTS��ESPECIALLY�FOR�FOOD�STAPLES�SUCH�AS�MILK��ETC�	�
AND�SHOULD�BE�INCREASED�BY�REGULATION�

� ���Efforts to encourage proper use of natural resources.�3HORTRUN�PROlT�OUTLOOK�IN�SOME�
MARKETS�IS�HIGHLY�WASTEFUL�OF�COMMON�RESOURCES��THE�PROTECTION�OF�WILD�LANDS�AND�NATURAL�HABITAT��
for example).

� ���Need to ensure that participants in the marketplace take account of externalities or 
“spillover” effects of their actions. -UST�CONTROL�FOR�POLLUTION�AND�OTHER�HARMFUL�EXTERNAL�EFFECTS�
OF�MARKET�DEVELOPMENT�ARE�JUSTIlED�BY�A�CONCERN�FOR�THE�hSPILLOVERv�EFFECTS�

 5. Problems of unavailability, inadequacy, or fraudulent information about health, safety, 
financial services, or other matters of critical public concern. -ARKET�lRMS�OFTEN�STRIVE�
TO�RESTRICT�OR�DISTORT�INFORMATION�ABOUT�PRODUCTS�OR�SERVICES�TO�THEIR�ADVANTAGE��THUS�REDUCING�
CONSUMERS��ABILITY�TO�MAKE�INFORMED�AND�EFlCIENT�CHOICES�

� ���Prevention of destructive competition and anticompetitive behavior. !GGRESSIVE�lRMS�
OFTEN�ENGAGE�IN�PREDATORY�PRACTICES�IN�ATTEMPTS�TO�LIMIT�OR�DESTROY�COMPETITION��OR�TO�SEEK�UNFAIR�
ADVANTAGE�IN�THE�MARKETPLACE�THROUGH�TYING�ARRANGEMENTS�AND�OTHER�TYPES�OF�COLLUSION�THAT�LIMIT�
ENTRY�BY�NEW�lRMS�INTO�THE�MARKET��)RONICALLY��FREE�OR�UNFETTERED�MARKETS�OFTEN�LEAD�TO�BEHAVIORS�
THAT�WILL�DESTROY�COMPETITION��4HUS��IT�IS�OFTEN�IMPORTANT�TO�DISTINGUISH�hFREEv�MARKETS�FROM�
COMPETITIVE�MARKETS�

 7. Protection of consumers from sharply rising prices and windfall profits. Dramatic 
mUCTUATIONS�IN�SOME�MARKETS�CAN�CAUSE�IMMENSE�SOCIAL�ECONOMIC�DISRUPTION�THAT�GOVERNMENTS�
MUST�DEAL�WITH�IN�ORDER�TO�STABILIZE�SOCIAL�AND�ECONOMIC�CONDITIONS�AND�PROTECT�CONSUMERS��
-ARKET�mUCTUATIONS��AND�MANIPULATION	�THAT�CAUSE�DEBILITATING�CHANGES�IN�THE�PRICE�OF�STAPLE�
GOODS�SUCH�AS�FOOD�OR�BASIC�UTILITIES��WATER��POWER��ETC�	�ARE�CLASSIC�EXAMPLES�

� ���Efforts to promote or preserve key industries.�!T�ANY�GIVEN�TIME�IN�HISTORY��A�NATIONSTATE�
HAS�KEY�INDUSTRIES�THAT�ARE�REGARDED�AS�VITAL�TO�ITS�ECONOMIC�AND�POLITICAL�WELL�BEING��E�G���
TRANSPORTATION��COMMUNICATIONS��lNANCE��DEFENSE��ETC�	�OR�SUPPLY�CRITICAL�RAW�MATERIALS�THAT�MIGHT�
OTHERWISE�BE�DEBILITATED�OR�SQUANDERED�UNDER�FREEMARKET�CONDITIONS�

 9. Decisions to provide service to special groups through the use of cross-subsidies. 
-ARKETS�FAVOR�LUCRATIVE��DENSELY�POPULATED�AREAS��AND�WILL�OFTEN�NOT�SERVE�RURAL�AREAS�AND�
SMALL�COMMUNITIES��&IRMS�MUST�OFTEN�BE�REQUIRED�TO�CROSSSUBSIDIZE�SERVICES�TO�THESE�AREAS��OR�
GOVERNMENT�MUST�TAKE�OVER�THIS�ASPECT�OF�THE�MARKET�ENTIRELY��4HE�CLASSIC�EXAMPLE�IS�THE�5�3��
0OSTAL�3ERVICE�

����Control of competing industries. Markets are often short-sighted in maintaining a wider range 
OF�ALTERNATIVES�IN�KEY�INDUSTRIES�SUCH�AS�ENERGY��TRANSPORTATION��AND�TECHNOLOGY��)F�LEFT�TO�THEIR�
OWN�DEVICES��MARKETS�WOULD�TEND�TOWARD�MONOPOLY�OF�ONE�INDUSTRY��AND�KILL�OR�RETARD�ALTERNATIVE�
INDUSTRIES�

11. Preservation of established property rights. 0UBLIC�PRACTICES�SUCH�AS�LICENSURE�HELP�PROTECT�
PROPERTY�RIGHTS�THAT�SUPPORT�KEY�INDUSTRIES�AND�PROFESSIONAL�PRACTICES��7ITHOUT�THEM��THESE�
MARKETS�WOULD�COLLAPSE�DUE�TO�EROSION�OF�THOSE�RIGHTS��(ENCE��THE�NEED�FOR�LICENSING�OF�TELEVISION�
stations, medical practices, etc.

����Controlling to perverse incentives.�5SING�THE�lNANCIAL�INDUSTRY�AS�AN�EXAMPLE��REGULATING�
RESERVE�REQUIREMENTS�OF�BANKS��LIMITING�LEVERAGE�PRACTICES��PREVENTING�CONmICTS�OF�INTEREST��AND�
INSURING�DEPOSITS�HELPS�AVOID�PERVERSE�BEHAVIORS�THAT�LEAD�TO�PANIC�BANK�RUNS��SELLOFFS��FROZEN�
CREDIT��AND�DESTRUCTION�OF�THE�INDUSTRY�
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Furthermore, although government regulation often has its flaws, the flaws are frequently over-
stated. Steven Croley (2008) ably demonstrates “that the cynical view of regulation shows far too 
little attention to the actual processes through which administrative agencies regulate, and that such 
inattention is largely responsible for the dominant, jaundiced view of regulation” (p. 4). The actual 
study of the legal and institutional processes of regulation reveal “more optimistic assessments” of 
the nature and efficacy of regulation in a variety of policy contexts. Croley’s “administrative process 
theory” emphasizes a much wider field of autonomy (from political manipulation) gained primarily 
through administrative law for regulators to actually pursue broader public interests than the cynical 
view of regulation permits (2008, 53–76). For instance, he demonstrates through real case studies 
that administrators can, and “often are motivated by concerns for general, public-oriented interests” 
(p. 73, and see chapters 10–13). He also notes how it is quite possible for agencies to “attenuate 
the advantages that more powerful interest groups enjoy over less powerful interest groups in the 
legislative arena” (p. 74). 

Perhaps an even more persuasive case for regulation is made when we examine the abuses 
that occur when regulation is absent in markets. The Wall Street scandals that were revealed 
in the wake of the 2007–8 financial crash arose because most of the regulatory infrastructure 
for the banking and investment industry had been gutted over thirty years. Commercial and 
investment banks (which includes hedge fund firms) operated in what had become a “shadow 
banking industry” that was purposely devoid of any regulation or oversight (Financial Crisis 
Inquiry Commission, 2011). The industry was rife with conflicts of interest, fraud, and abuse. 
It became a tightly concentrated oligopoly of firms that were “too big to fail,” and manipulated 
and contrived highly complex financial instruments that were designed to fool consumers as 
well as fellow investors. These firms, through their wide latitude of corporate discretion, shifted 
their missions from serving the financial needs of other markets and clients (firms, countries, 
municipalities, and individuals), to serving themselves at everyone else’s expense—violating 
fiduciary relationships and the public trust across the globe. Even many insiders to these firms 
wondered in amazement how governments had turned a blind eye to these destructive practices 
(Green 2012).

%XHIBIT������ Commonly Advocated Alternatives to Regulation

1. Tradable Permits. &IRMS�BUY�SELL�TRADE�PERMITS�FOR�SCARCE�RESOURCES�OR�TO�EMIT�POLLUTANTS�
�hEMISSIONS�TRADINGv	��4HE�COST�OF�PERMITS�LIMITS�ENTRY�TO�THE�MARKET�AND�OR�INCENTIVIZES�CORRECTIVE�
ACTION��I�E���REDUCTION�OF�POLLUTION	�

��� Economic Incentives. %MPLOY�USER�FEES��PRICE�CAPS��EARNINGS�SHARING��CORRECTIVE�TAXES��GRANTS��
SUBSIDIES��VOUCHERS��OR�TAX�CREDITS�AS�BEHAVIORAL�INCENTIVES�IN�PLACE�OF�REGULATIONS�

��� Self-Regulation. 5SE�OF�INDUSTRY�ASSOCIATIONS�AND�VOLUNTARY�STANDARDS�TO�GUIDE�AND�SUPERVISE�
MARKET�PRACTICES�IN�PLACE�OF�DIRECT�GOVERNMENT�REGULATION�

��� Enhanced Competition.�2EMOVAL�OF�BARRIERS�TO�MARKET�ENTRY�OR�LIMITS�ON�THE�SERVICES�THAT�MAY�
BE�PROVIDED�BY�THOSE�ALREADY�IN�THE�MARKET�IN�ORDER�TO�REDUCE�COSTS�AND�IMPROVE�THE�QUALITY�AND�
DIVERSITY�OF�PRODUCTS�AND�SERVICES�

5. Replace Performance Standards with Engineering Standards. 2EPLACE�REGULATIONS�THAT�
SPECIFY�MEANS�OF�COMPLIANCE��WITH�SPECIlED�TARGETS�THAT�REGULATED�ORGANIZATIONS�S�CAN�MEET�IN�
the manner they think best.

��� Convert Regulators into Information Providers and Educators.�2EGULATORY�AGENCIES�
DEEMPHASIZE�COERCIVE�AND�INTERVENING�ROLES��AND�INSTEAD�PROVIDE�HELPFUL�INFORMATION�ABOUT�
STANDARDS�AND�PRACTICES�ACROSS�INDUSTRIES�AND�LET�lRMS�USE�THE�INFORMATION�AS�THEY�SEE�BEST�

7. Regulatory Tailoring. 2EGULATIONS�ARE�TAILORED�TO�CHARACTERISTICS�OF�MARKETS��&OR�EXAMPLE��
REGULATIONS�DESIGNED�TO�CONTROL�LARGE�CORPORATIONS�MAY�BE�INAPPROPRIATE�OR�IMPOSE�UNDUE�
BURDENS�ON�THE�SMALL�BUSINESSES��2EGULATIONS�DESIGNED�FOR�LARGE��DENSE�URBAN�AREAS�MAY�BE�
INAPPROPRIATE�FOR�SMALL�RURAL�AREAS�WITH�HIGHLY�DISPERSED�POPULATIONS�
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EXCESSES OF THE COMMERCIAL REPUBLIC

The Greek philosopher Aristotle observed that regimes tend to die from an excess of their own 
virtues. This insight was not lost on the American founders. Many Anti-Federalist founders warned 
that the Constitution’s strong commercial bent would encourage luxury and licentiousness, and 
thereby gradually corrode civic virtue in the people. People can lose their capacity for political and 
civic engagement as they focus more of their energy on commercial and consumer activity, and 
as economic thought and behavior intrude upon other spheres of life. The Anti-Federalists argued 
that the loss of civic virtue would endanger the future of the republic by depleting the numbers of 
people willing and able to serve in public life, and by enervating the sense of a public good that 
is more than a mere aggregation of private interests. Their concerns resonate with many critics 
of American society today and call attention to the need for policies and administrative practices 
that bolster civic commitment and development.

As noted in chapter 5, the civic governance tradition weakened with the rise of an industrial 
political economy dominated by expert professionals in both the private and public sectors. It is 
weakened further by the free mobility of business interests in the economy, especially at local 
levels where the civic governance tradition works best. Firms with substantial capital and large 
numbers of employees are free to leave communities when it suits their bottom line. Such actions 
can devastate communities for decades, and some never recover. A variety of public policies—
including job training programs, unemployment benefits programs, community development funds, 
and a host of human and social services programs designed to help individuals until they find new 
jobs—exist to help communities cope with the worst effects. Local politicians and career public 
servants devote tremendous energy trying to attract new businesses, diversify the local economy 
as a buffer against such disruptions, and seek federal and state aid for redevelopment. In effect, 
they must rebuild or readjust the local economy not only for the sake of commerce, but as a vi-
able infrastructure for civic life. However, the need for nurturing civic governance as part of this 
redevelopment effort often gets overlooked because local governments are so balkanized, often 
desperate for revenue, and thus unable to exert much leverage over the large firms and well-heeled 
developers who dominate development policy and process.

The interests of longtime residents of traditional neighborhoods and communities are often 
ignored by these powerful players, and the disruptions to civic life are as radical as they are to 
the local economy. The growth of gated residential enclaves and exclusive commercial districts 
symbolizes the fiscal and social isolation of community groups, one from another, and the loss of 
a sense of interdependence and common good of a broader community. From the civic governance 
perspective, the great challenge lies in recultivating that sense of interdependence and mutual 
obligation to a common good in the context of the commercial republic. Chapter 12 describes a 
variety of conciliatory practices that can help toward that end; however, it is unlikely that local 
leaders can achieve this without some attention by state and national leaders to what Hamilton 
called “preventives or correctives of the evils” which naturally accompany the opulence and suc-
cess born of our commercial bent (Hamilton 1795/1973).

Hamilton, while an ardent advocate and designer of our commercial republic, also sought 
aggressive regulation and restraint on commercial practices deemed injurious to communities 
and markets. He was well aware that economic wealth would also become a source of tremen-
dous political power wielded for the sake of private interests that can be injurious to the public 
good. Thus, what we promote with one hand, we must regulate with the other. Similarly, Aaron 
Wildavsky, a renowned scholar of public policy, urged policymakers and analysts to adopt “the 
notion that man-made solutions also create man-made problems” (Wildavsky 1979). We see 
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in these insights a basic policy principle which shares the same kind of dynamic tension as the 
Democratic Balancewheel model of public administration. The good we achieve through a set 
of commercially oriented policies must be restrained and balanced by corrective or ameliorative 
policies that protect and nurture civic capacity and engagement.

In this light, it is desirable to implement federal and state measures that (1) enhance the pow-
ers of local governments over planning and zoning policy, (2) increase the fiscal stability of local 
governments in the face of economic cycles and business mobility, and (3) promote the growth 
and stability of the nonprofit sector, or at least do not retard development of civic associations, 
advocacy groups, and religious organizations. Agriculture policy designed to promote local ag-
riculture and viable family farms are consistent with these larger efforts to prevent the market 
system from unduly eroding local civic life and institutions. Market dynamics naturally favor urban 
populations; this requires balancing with statewide transportation, communication, and commercial 
policies that preserve viable rural communities, natural resources, and agrarian life. Policies such 
as these promote richer interaction—a sense of reciprocity among people in social and political 
life—and thereby increase awareness of interdependence with one another. As Wildavsky once 
suggested, “The object of social policy is to make interdependence a facet of everyday individual 
decision making” (1979, 260). He further argued that if this is done successfully, then citizens 
become policy analysts as well because they engage in discussion and argument about both the 
ends and means that affect their daily lives: “Citizenship and analysis are united by the desire to 
bring people together so that interaction will facilitate learning” (Wildavsky 1979, 261).

We would add, with Thomas McCullough (1991), that civic learning also entails holding each 
other accountable for both what we say and do in public life and the way we say and do it. Face-
to-face dialogue and argument over policy are vital to civic governance; this kind of interaction 
and the rising sense of interdependence help cultivate more respectful attitudes toward each other, 
thereby fostering a public etiquette that tempers the conversation.

Attending to the concerns of civic governance through public policy can help us curb the ex-
cesses of our commercial republic and increase awareness of the conditions needed for cultivating 
public leaders with a sense of the common good. Achieving these goals is no easy matter, and 
a person entering public life for any purpose must be prepared to negotiate an elaborate policy 
process. Understanding this process is critical.

WAYS OF UNDERSTANDING PUBLIC POLICY

The policy process entails much more than formal policymaking conducted by legislative bod-
ies. It involves the interaction of citizens animated by a concern or issue they believe deserves 
public attention. It involves interest groups, agency officials, courts, and politicians who carry the 
concerns into multiple venues in an effort to get them on agendas where they will be heard and 
acted upon. And then, if policies are adopted to address the concerns, they must be implemented 
through organizational processes that can easily pervert the intentions of the policy, fail altogether, 
or produce consequences no one anticipated. The disparity between intended policy goals and 
consequences on the ground means that we need to pay attention to policy choices, policy outputs, 
and policy impacts. Exhibit 13.4 presents a graphic representation of this process.

Policy Choices

The first step in making policy choices involves deliberating about what we intend to do col-
lectively. Should we do something about the homeless, about the environment, about declining 
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achievement in our public schools? Once a decision is made that something should be done about 
an issue, then more specific questions arise, which include two dimensions—what we intend to 
do substantively and how we plan to accomplish that intent. Substantive issues or problems are 
defined by strategically crafting arguments about their nature and significance (Stone 1997). Words 
loaded with emotive and symbolic meaning are employed to characterize the problem as one re-
quiring public action, but the range of actions to resolve it is limited. Thus, whoever succeeds in 
defining the problem exerts tremendous influence over how it is dealt with during implementation. 
For example, in education policy, those who succeed in making student achievement the focal 
point for action, and who do so in terms of the performance gap that exists along lines of race and 
class, will likely dominate the agenda during the process of crafting and implementing solutions. 
Groups have become much more attentive to monitoring and influencing policy implementation 
than in the past because they know administrators also exercise considerable discretion in shap-
ing the meaning of policy. Little progress may be made if administrators do not allocate staff and 
resources that are in alignment with defined objectives.

Policy choices also entail decisions about how authority will be allocated to effectively address 
the issue or problem. Authority enables the concentration of resources and sets the mandates for 
action. Policy choices determine how such authority will be allocated across levels of government 
or among the different sectors of society. Effective policy decisions anticipate how to coordinate 
governmental and intersectoral mechanisms into integrated delivery systems. They also define 
paths of accountability and distribute responsibilities. Finally, policy choice must consider how 
to develop public and constituent support that will help sustain and institutionalize the policy ef-
fort. In attempts to close the student achievement gap, for instance, success will depend on how 
each school principal organizes resources, manages the curriculum, and builds partnerships with 
parents and stakeholders in the external community.

Additionally, policy choice includes determination of how the choice will be implemented. 
Traditionally, public goods and services have been directly produced and delivered by govern-
ments. The federal government produced and delivered national defense. State governments 
ensured regulation of fish and wildlife. Local governments provide for streets, sewers, and parks. 
However, over the last half century, we have seen the emergence of a dizzying array of “tools” 
to delivery public policy. (This is an issue we cover in greater depth in the second half of chapter 
14.) Salamon (2002) argues that a revolution has taken place, and at its heart is a rapid increase 
in the indirect delivery of policy through an ever-increasing variety of policy tools. 

Direct delivery of policy by governments now accounts for well under half of all public policy 
action, with the larger portion being delivered through indirect means: loans, loan guarantees, 
grants, contracts, regulations, underwriting bonds, tax expenditures, and more. Delivering public 
goods and services through nonprofit organizations, special districts, or via contracts with private 
firms are all parts of policy choice. Each of these types of tools implies different competencies for 
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administrators and potential effects in outputs and impacts. As Larsen (2008) points out, even the 
same tool (i.e., a procurement contract for a private vender to provide specific services) can be 
written in several ways. The USDA Forest Service, for instance, is experimenting with stewardship 
contacts where vendors modify the terms and amounts of receipts to deliver a bundle of services 
over time. Larsen points out that these and other contracting tools can be administered in ways that 
increase (or fail to increase) the democratic content of the exchange. In summary, policy choice 
includes consideration of the what, who, and how of policy implementation.

Policy Outputs

A second way of thinking about policy is to focus on what is produced. Good intentions do not 
always result in desired outputs. Even with the best planning and implementation, policy outputs 
may not match expectations. The characteristics of the target population may change, or the meth-
ods of program implementation may be compromised. For example, a city council could decide 
to reduce neighborhood crime related to drug use by increasing community policing activity in 
certain neighborhoods. The new deployment may induce drug dealers to simply relocate their 
operations to another neighborhood. Or, as part of the new program, the public safety director 
might reassign some officers from car patrols to walking or biking neighborhood beats. Patrol 
officers may view this as an undesirable, low-status assignment and resist using the tactics that 
will make walking or biking advantageous, and thereby doom the experiment.

Policy outputs may also vary from intentions because bureaucratic routines in the implement-
ing agencies or organizations create trained incapacities for dealing with the new policy problem. 
Military organizations are notorious for fighting new wars with routines and practices established 
in previous wars, even when their leaders have mandated the adoption of new battle strategies and 
tactics. Outputs can also vary from intentions because of political compromises that make effective 
implementation impossible. A legislative body may vote to underfund a policy or restrict an agency 
to ineffectual means of implementation as a concession to powerful interests. For example, one of 
our colleagues once headed a federal regulatory agency that was not in favor with the president’s 
policy agenda. Instead of seeking to withdraw the agency’s legal authority, the president made 
certain that agency vacancies were never filled; eventually the agency staff shrunk so low that it 
did not have any capacity to carry out its mission. With the rise of antiregulatory sentiment, it is 
not uncommon to see legislatures and political executives shift regulatory agency resources away 
from enforcement functions to information and educational functions in the hopes that firms and 
organizations will self-regulate.

Policy Impacts

Policy goals and outputs may be fully aligned but still not produce a difference that matters on the 
street. For this reason, students of public policy are interested in assessing the impact of policy. 
Are streets in the neighborhood actually safer? Does a treatment regimen for drug offenders really 
work? If so, is it more effective than punitive measures such as more prison time? Does allocating 
more funds for education actually produce children with better education? It might lower student-
teacher ratios, but does this really improve educational quality? These are the kinds of questions 
citizens and policymakers want policy analysts to study.

The distinctions between policy intentions, outputs, and impacts call attention to policy pro-
cesses. How do we move from good intentions to the right results? As we have noted, policy 
processes are complex and have tremendous impact on everyday life. It is vital that public servants 
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understand them in order to improve the prospects for policy success. Scholars and practitioners 
have developed a variety of policy models that can help us improve our understanding of how 
these processes work. We review some typical and useful models below.

MODELS OF THE POLICY PROCESS

Policy models extract some aspect of the policy process, simplify the dynamics, and clarify 
our thinking about the way policy is made. They are, therefore, abstract representations of 
empirical reality and are useful for exploring policy processes and their outcomes. Every 
model has an underlying theory that provides an explanation of how the policy process 
works. The following is a description of common types of models helpful in understanding 
policy process.

Process- and Cycle-Centered Models

Perhaps the most common policy model is a linear policy stage or cycle model that accounts for 
the various steps in the policymaking process. This model assumes that the most important thing 
to know about the policy process is that a predictable set of activities occurs in a series of predict-
able steps or stages over time. These steps, while not discrete, are roughly sequential and can be 
looped back at the end to create a cycle model, as illustrated in Exhibit 13.5.

Agenda Setting

The first stage in this model is agenda setting. In all policymaking settings, an idea about what 
should be done must get “onto the table.” This is no small task, and a number of scholars have 
focused their research on how this occurs (cf. Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Birkland 1997; 
Lasswell 1936; Kingdon 1995). Policy ideas are often generated through election campaigns 
and partisan platforms, advocacy organizations, trade and professional associations, adminis-
trative agencies, courts, the press, private think tanks, and academia. In some cases, they are 
generated by individual citizens. In local government settings, for example, it is not unusual to 
see a committed citizen with lots of energy and perseverance agitate successfully for new or 
changed policies. The media often play a vital role in calling attention to policy ideas and can 
drive an otherwise failing initiative onto the agenda (Dearing and Rodgers 1996). However, 
most policy ideas fail because the timing is off, the conditions or “window of opportunity” are 
not ripe, or the ideas are not presented in a compelling way to the people who decide what ends 
up on the public agenda.

Policy Formulation

In the second stage, policy ideas are debated, along with different means to accomplish them. If 
the goal is to reduce teen pregnancies, what are the best means to accomplish this—abstinence 
programs, educational programs, family planning programs? Should these be family based, 
community based, agency based, or contracted out through third parties? Is a single approach 
warranted, or will a mixed strategy work better? Should this be handled at the state level or the 
federal level? Always accompanying such discussions are questions of budgets and finance. 
Questions of governance arise concerning whether a matter should be dealt with by govern-
ments, by nonprofits, or through the marketplace. Lobbyists and administrators frequently 
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weigh in on problems and solutions during this phase, and policy analysts supply information 
generated by their studies.

Policy Legitimation

Duly elected or appointed decision-making bodies lend legitimacy to new policy through ap-
proval processes that culminate with voting. In New England town meetings, the townspeople 
vote. In council-manager governments, elected council members vote. Nonprofit boards and 
special district commissioners vote. State representatives, tribal councils, and members of 
Congress vote. In states with initiative and referendum processes, all voters can make their 
mark. Legitimacy, however, is not guaranteed through voting. Votes may be cast in the heat 
of passion, on prejudicial grounds, due to deception, or in violation of legal or political prin-
ciples. As we indicated in chapter 6, the legitimacy of public measures rests in part on their 
congruence with authoritative sources manifested in our traditions of governance, and career 
officials play pivotal roles in establishing and maintaining a balance among them. Their input 
during the policy formulation and ratification process helps build these considerations into 
policy content.

Policy Implementation

This is the stage commonly equated with public administration—where policy ideas pass to the 
agencies responsible for making them operational, whether through their own machinery or through 
other levels of government and contract organizations. All of the functions, processes, dynamics, 
and roles described in this book come into play in this phase. Public policy means little if it cannot 
be implemented, and its meaning is continually renegotiated, revised, and redefined through its 
administration. At this stage, the cyclical nature of the policy process becomes evident as public 
servants continually interact with the public and their superiors.

Evaluation

The final stage entails review of policy intent relative to implementation. Evaluation closes the 
policy cycle loop with feedback that often sets the agenda for policy change. This could be as 
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dramatic as “ending welfare as we know it,” or as mundane as changing auto emission testing 
from one measuring device to another. The evaluation process is often triggered by clients or op-
ponents of the policy as it is currently implemented. Legislators and political executives employ 
staff evaluators to conduct audits of agency implementation on periodic as well as sporadic bases. 
Internal agency evaluators will test programs for flaws and successes, the results being reported 
for purposes of accountability as well as increased effectiveness.

Interest-Based Models

In contrast to process- and cycle-centered models of policymaking, interest-based models assume 
that the interplay of organized interest groups is the most critical influence in determining policy 
outcomes. Interest-based models attempt to explain how and why the policy process works the 
way it does rather than simply describe its stages. The interest-based model offered in Exhibit 13.6 
synthesizes the work of a number of scholars, including Theodore J. Lowi (1972), James Q. Wilson 
(1989), and Randall Ripley and Grace Franklin (1991). This approach assumes that those who are 
interested in either the politics surrounding a policy issue, or the nature of the policy that is likely 
to result from the politics, should look at the distribution of interests. The key to understanding 
the model presented in Exhibit 13.6 is to begin by asking if the benefits of a policy are widely or 
narrowly distributed in society. Do almost all people benefit, as with national defense or clean air 
policy, or are the beneficiaries rather narrowly determined, as with dairy price supports or college 
student loans? The second critical question reflected in Exhibit 13.6 is how widely or narrowly the 
burden of the policy falls. Is the burden felt directly by a narrow segment of society, as with auto 
fleet gasoline efficiency standards (CAFE standards), according to which automobile manufactur-
ers must modify engine designs, or does the burden fall broadly on most of society, as in a federal 
gas surcharge for highway construction? These two dimensions of benefits and burdens create the 
following four combinations of outcomes: (1) interest-group politics that produce redistributive 
policy, (2) clientele politics that produce distributive policy, (3) majoritarian politics that produce 
constituent policy, and (4) entrepreneurial politics that produce regulatory policy. Each of these 
will be elaborated more fully in the paragraphs that follow.

Interest-group politics occur when benefits or burdens of a proposed policy are narrowly distributed. 
When disproportionate negative impacts of a policy fall on one of these organized groups, they are 
stimulated to act. For example, increasing taxes on gasoline and cigarettes creates burdens that fall 
on clearly identified interests who predictably organize in opposition. Tax breaks often represent 
instances where benefits are narrowly enjoyed. As long as the burdens are widely shared, there 
may not be an interest group that opposes the policy. However, this is seldom the case, as large 
coalitions of interests form to stand guard over the burdens created by seemingly small changes 
in the benefits for the few. The chief characteristic of interest-group politics is that it produces a 
zero-sum game where those who benefit do so at someone else’s expense. That is why interest-
group politics produces redistributive policy.

By contrast, clientele politics arise where only those who benefit are motivated to participate 
in the policy process. This is commonly referred to as “pork barrel” or “log-rolling” politics and 
results in what has been characterized as distributive policy. Legislators are both famous and 
notorious (depending on who benefits) for building compromises into appropriations bills that 
allocate funds for pork projects in their respective states or districts. They curry great favor with 
specific constituencies as a result. Dairy price supports are a good example. These aid farmers 
in making a profit on milk while not unduly burdening the paying public. As a consequence, few 
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citizens feel compelled to protest the measure. Dairy associations, on the other hand, jealously 
guard their benefit.

Majoritarian politics involve “front door” issues, where prominent political leaders from all par-
ties, both chambers, executive and legislative branches of government, and multiple factions of 
the policy community line up publicly to advocate for policies that broadly distribute benefits and 
burdens. National defense, monetary policy, public health policy, and homeland security policy 
are typical examples. Such policies are constituency based in the sense that benefits to large ag-
gregates of voters serve as the yardstick for assessing their success.

Entrepreneurial politics, the final quadrant of the typology, typically generates regulatory policies 
in which burdens are narrowly distributed and benefits are broadly distributed. These character-
istics produce groups that are highly motivated to oppose the proposed policy. For legislation to 
pass under such circumstances, the broadly dispersed benefits need a champion, often manifested 
as a “public interest” entrepreneur. Ralph Nader played this role in early clean air debates. The 
value to society is apparent but at low intensity relative to those feeling the burden. The policy 
entrepreneur catalyzes broad public opinion into a strong voice for the general public over and 
against narrow interests that would compromise everyone’s benefit.

Actor-Based Models

Ripley and Franklin’s policy-actor model (1991), presented in Exhibit 13.7, assumes that the 
most important factors in determining policy outcomes are the people involved and the types of 
roles they fill in the process. By identifying the types of actors involved in a particular policy 
issue, we can understand the likely dynamics. For example, when prominent political officials 
are involved, the politics are likely to be out in the open, or “front door” in nature. When agency 
administrators, legislative committee or subcommittee members, and a small number of policy 
community leaders are involved, the politics are likely to be of the “backroom” variety and are 
often referred to as “iron triangle” politics (Anderson 2003; Lowi and Ginsberg 2000; Rourke 
1984; Kingdon 1995; Meier 2006). The term iron triangle was coined to reflect the tight relation-
ships among three types of key backroom decision makers involved in new policy initiatives: 
vested stakeholder/lobby interests, representatives of the key administrative agency, and the 
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relevant subcommittee political leaders. The term backroom suggests that these decision mak-
ers meet at the subcommittee levels of government to hammer out agreements that are simply 
approved by higher-level political leaders in the policy process; “backroom” is not code for 
“private deals”; rather, the term calls attention to the fact that decisions may be made at very 
low and invisible levels of the process.

In the late 1950s, President Dwight D. Eisenhower (in office 1953–1961) warned the nation of 
the “military-industrial complex,” where a few industry leaders enjoyed privileged relationships 
with a few select congressional committee chairs and key defense department officials. They 
could set policy quietly in the backrooms of committee chambers, agency shops, and corporate 
offices. While the idea of a few individuals meeting in a smoke-filled corner of Washington, DC, 
to set policy has captured the popular imagination, iron triangle politics is hardly universal. It is 
hard to imagine, for example, that a cozy triangle of players gathers to set wetlands policy. When 
President George H.W. Bush (in office 1989–1993) invited all the agencies with responsibility 
for wetlands to discuss his “no net loss” policy, more than a hundred people gathered. Some 
came from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA). Others came from the Department of Transportation and the Department of Defense, 
and they were joined by independent statutory groups like the Council on Environmental Qual-
ity (CEQ). More than a dozen congressional committees exercise jurisdiction over some aspect 
of wetlands policy; in fact, the entire wetlands policy community would fill a football stadium. 
Although iron triangle relationships do exist, the more common pattern of relationships resembles 
that of “policy subsystems” or “policy communities” that cluster around different sets of issues 
(Cohen 1994; Wamsley 1985).
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Scholars have employed a number of metaphors to capture the complexity and dynamism in-
herent to policy communities. They have described these relationships as power clusters (Ogden 
1989), subgovernments (Ripley and Franklin 1991), issue networks (Helco 1978), policy subsys-
tems (Wamsley 1985), and advocacy coalitions (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993). Ogden refers 
to power clusters to emphasize the insularity of policy groups in one community from those in 
other communities. Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith describe advocacy coalitions that form through 
ongoing interaction among different policy groups; policy outcomes are modified as these groups 
coalesce.

Policy models that emphasize subgovernments and policy subsystems share the same core as-
sumption: Policy results from a set of relationships that can range from tightly coupled, routinized 
relations to loosely coupled, sporadic relations (see Exhibit 13.8).

Sometimes the groups driving the process are insular and removed from public visibility. At 
other times, the groups are visible, large, and fully accountable. But it is fair to conclude that 
over time, policy communities at the federal level develop governance and resource allocation 
systems that amount to full-blown political economies (Wamsley 1985) and take on a life of their 
own. This is less the case at local levels of governance, especially those that have high levels of 
civic engagement.

Intergovernmental Relations (IGR) Models

The division of powers among national, state, and local governments establishes the need for 
intergovernmental relations (IGR). This presents difficulties in assigning policy authority and 
coordinating policy implementation. For example, the Clean Water Act and the Safe Drinking 
Water Act devolve differing degrees of authority to the states (Scheberle 2004). Sometimes the 
preponderance of authority drifts from one level to another, as with the doctrine of local control 
over schools, which has been eroded by the increasing influence of state and federal education 
policy. Since the late 1950s, state education departments have set professional standards for teachers 
and standardized school curricula. The federal government has mandated school policies on race 
and discrimination, special education, meal programs for needy children, and national achieve-
ment standards and testing. The mandated student achievement standards have been among the 
most controversial (No Child Left Behind 2001). They required annual testing by nearly 14,500 
local school districts with targeted student achievement goals. If the goals were not met, districts 
lost their federal funding if they did not follow mandatory reorganization policies required by No 
Child Left Behind. However, steady opposition to No Child Left Behind since its passage in 2001 
resulted in decisions by the U.S. Department of Education to allow states to gradually “opt out” 
by developing their own federally approved implementation plans. By 2012 only half the states 
were still operating under the governance authority of the 2001 law. These kinds of changes create 
considerable confusion on the part of citizens as to what level of government is responsible for 
the various aspects of any given policy.

Theorists offer a variety of models for explaining intergovernmental relationships, three of 
which are presented here. The first reflects the fact that policy increasingly emerges from policy 
communities which span jurisdictional lines horizontally and vertically. Goggin et al. (1990) and 
Daniel J. Elazar (1987) describe the interconnectedness of policy implementation across these 
dimensions and emphasize the interorganizational and networked characteristics which emerge 
as a result. Morton Grodzins (1960) depicts the varying patterns of these relationships as some-
thing akin to a “marble cake,” a phrase intended to capture the notion that both the national and 
state governments exercise overlapping but separate responsibilities. For example, in the areas of 
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welfare, health, highways, education, and criminal justice, both the state and federal governments 
exercise independent responsibilities.

A second IGR model emphasizes close vertical relationships among policy arenas which, when 
mapped, resemble a “picket fence” (Wright 1988). For example, professionals working in housing 
policy at the county level are likely to have tighter relationships with their state and federal coun-
terparts than they do with their county colleagues in community health or public safety. Working 
relations within each “picket” are not simply hierarchical. Rather, they are often collegial and 
reciprocal, with varying capacities and roles played at each level. The local level may exercise 
substantial discretion and carry more weight on many policy formulation and implementation is-
sues. The amount and kind of discretionary authority is determined by or negotiated with federal 
professional counterparts. Basic variations in the relationships are depicted in Exhibit 13.9.

The third IGR model is “hierarchical,” with the federal government exercising far-reaching 
authority and power over the policy domain. Environmental regulation is a classic example. 
States, for instance, implement federal guidelines for the maintenance of clean water through 
the creation of State Implementation Plans (SIPs) and serve mainly as agents of federal regula-
tory criteria.

In summary, policy models focus our attention on different facets of the policy process. Their 
selective focus improves our understanding of different aspects of policy domains, especially in 
terms of political and economic relationships among multiple players. Politics in these systems is 
about arbitration of value differences in determining who gets what, when, and how. Governance 
is about who gets to decide what, when, and how (e.g., what rules, relationships, and processes). 
Studying policy processes helps us keep track of what we decide to do (policy choice), what we 
actually do on the ground (policy outputs), and what effects our decisions have in the everyday 
world (policy impact).

THE RISE OF POLICY ANALYSIS AND THE CHALLENGE OF 
“SPEAKING TRUTH TO POWER”

The development of policy analysis as a specialized field of study and practice is part of a long 
history of attempting to bring the “truth” of disciplined data collection, analysis, and evaluation to 
the formal decision-making process. The rise of the administrative state in the twentieth century 
heightened interest in reconciling expert policy development and implementation with the growing 
demand on the part of citizens for increased predictability and accountability. The Progressive Era 
played an important role in heightening this tension with reform efforts to rationalize government 
budgeting, finance, and program performance. The massive growth of the federal government dur-
ing the New Deal, along with the close ties between academia and the Roosevelt administration, 
increased the acceptance of rational analysis as part of the policy development process.

In the wake of World War II, social science scholars vastly expanded the use of applied mathe-
matics and, with the advent of computers, revolutionized its application first to large-scale industrial 
management, engineering, and production economics, and then to the analysis of governmental 
projects and programs. Through these developments, influential scholars such as Herbert Simon 
brought economic and technical rationality to bear on public decision making. Management sci-
ence attracted large numbers of professionals in business, industry, and government. President 
John F. Kennedy’s administration (1961–1963) boosted recognition of these experts, dubbing them 
the “best and brightest” and aggressively recruiting them into public service. The Kennedy era 
rejuvenated the Progressive movement’s optimism about attaining new heights of achievement 
through applications of science in industry and government. As spoken before a joint session of 
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Congress in 1961, President Kennedy’s challenge to send a manned rocket to the moon and back 
symbolized the preoccupation with finding technical solutions to many public problems.

By the mid-1970s, public law required additional levels of technical analysis. Agencies were 
required to produce project alternatives (as in the Army Corps of Engineers’ cost-benefit analysis 
requirement), comprehensive planning strategies (in agencies such as the USDA’s Forest Service 
and the Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Land Management), and formalization of policy 
and decision analysis to guide policy implementation in such arenas as environmental protec-
tion. Economists, decision scientists, and statisticians joined the faculty ranks of professional 
schools in the 1960s, and by the 1970s most schools of management and public administration 
had introduced curricula emphasizing computer-aided techniques of analysis for decision mak-
ing and project management. Today, the technical or “rational” decision-making model is treated 
by most disciplines and professionals as the ideal approach to management decisions and policy 
analysis. Current best practice requirements for undertaking policy analysis include the following 
sequential steps:

s� )DENTIFY�AND�CLARIFY�GOALS
s� )DENTIFY�PROBLEMS�THAT�HAMPER�ACHIEVEMENT�OF�GOALS
s� )DENTIFY�ALTERNATIVE�SOLUTIONS�TO�THE�PROBLEMS
s� -EASURE�THE�COSTS�AND�BENElTS�OF�ALTERNATIVE�SOLUTIONS
s� #HOOSE�THE�OPTIMAL�SOLUTION

Many well-known policy and program planning methods such as planning-programming-budgeting 
systems (PPBS), management by objectives (MBO), and zero-base budgeting (ZBB) were developed 
on this model. As mentioned earlier, this approach to decision making arises from the market model 
of society, which is based on the philosophical value of utility—achieving the greatest good for the 
greatest number of people. As such, its most obvious bias is majoritarian in nature, which puts it in 
tension with rights-based policies or those that may serve narrow target populations. Less obvious 
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Source: Miller, Shinn, and Bentley (1994, 158).
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are its emotive, instrumental, and short-run biases. Utilitarianism presumes that values are emotive 
in nature—stemming from the emotions—and thus are matters of irrational, individual preference. 
The rational model assumes that preferences are not amenable to reason: they are simply stated or 
given, and in need of clear expression. The task of policy analysis under these circumstances is to 
discover majority preferences, state them as clear policy goals, and then analyze alternative means 
for achieving them based on their relative costs and benefits. In theory, this is an instrumental process 
because the means of achieving the goals are based solely on whether the benefits exceed costs of the 
policy. Thus, there is no constraining principle within this instrumental approach to prevent choices 
that may be regarded as immoral. Any means will do as long as it is helpful in achieving the desired 
results. Finally, this model is geared toward short-run results because there is less uncertainty about 
the impact of costs and benefits. Discounting of future costs and benefits is one of the first techniques 
taught to policy and decision analysts. This means that the long-term benefits to future generations 
or the environment are given short shrift.

In addition to its biases, the rational decision model exhibits some rather serious problems in 
implementation. First, it is very time consuming and expensive to conduct thorough cost-benefit 
analysis of a full range of alternatives. In the abstract, an unlimited number of plausible alterna-
tives exists, which means that arbitrary limits must be set on the number that will be analyzed. 
The time and expense involved require that the range of alternatives be cut further, usually to two 
or three at most.

Second, the cost of alternatives is usually easier to determine than the benefits, in part because 
the costs are incurred first, and also because the benefits are often more abstract, long term, and 
difficult to measure. This is especially true with prevention programs. For example, how can one 
really know how many crimes are prevented by a crime-prevention program? Does the analyst 
look for a reduction in crime rates or a slower growth rate of crime? Do these measures adequately 
reflect all that is prevented or not prevented? As a result of this difficulty, analysts often modify 
cost-benefit analysis into “cost-effectiveness” analysis. This approach compares the costs of alter-
natives relative to a standard deemed acceptable to key reference groups. It thus tries to minimize 
costs without a precise measure of benefits.

Third, the specification of clear, measurable goals and objectives is hampered by the inherent 
ambiguity of public values. Most values are capable of multiple meanings. As such they can be 
reasoned about, interpreted, and argued over rather than treated as irrational impulses. Each defi-
nition or meaning attributed to a public value brings different kinds of plausible policy goals and 
solutions to light, while obscuring others. This was exemplified in chapter 8, with the evolving 
definitions of merit in public personnel policy. Personnel policy changed as different meanings 
of merit were adopted.

These problems make the rational model of analysis extremely difficult to apply, which explains 
why policy planning methods based on it (PPBS, MBO, ZBB) have not worked very well, if at all. 
The rational model, it turns out, enjoys far more attention as an espoused theory of policymaking 
than it does as a theory in use. As a result, most students of public administration are treated to a 
very attractive and practical alternative—incrementalism, discussed in chapter 11.

Made famous by Charles Lindblom’s article “The Science of Muddling Through” (1959), the 
incremental approach foregoes the attempt to comprehensively analyze alternative policy solu-
tions in favor of adjusting existing policy at the margins. Adjustments at the margins involve a 
process of comparing current funding levels, operations, and capacities to those in the previous 
budgetary cycle and adjusting them by increments to changing conditions on the street. Analysis 
is thus restricted to tracking information on existing policies from year to year for the sake of 
comparison and the assessment of policy failure.
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Although this approach is inherently conservative because it preserves the status quo, it strikes 
most students as eminently sensible and realistic. It is not, however, the only alternative mode of 
policy decision and analysis that is common in public life. Exhibit 13.10 is derived from Deborah 
Stone’s work (1997, 232) and lists 14 other policy deciding modes commonly used in public life. 
With the exception of intuition and impulse, these modes embrace a variety of analytic methods 
suited to the nature of the situations they address. These include historical analysis, reasoning by 
analogy from case to case (casuistry), voting analysis, deductive analysis, analysis of feedback, 
analysis through debate, analysis of trade-offs among rival criteria, and so forth. Procrastination 
may result as much from “paralysis by analysis” as from lack of analysis.

ANALYSIS THROUGH ADVOCACY AND ISSUE FRAMING

We have noted through each of our chapters public decision making typically occurs under 
cross-cutting political pressures. As this chapter’s opening quotation by Stone indicates, even the 
rational decision model is a “creature of politics.” Its biases reveal its value-laden assumptions 
and its vision of what constitutes a political community. Thus, each and every method of analysis 
presents a way of framing or defining issues that predisposes the analyst to entertain certain kinds 
of solutions. For example, Stone (1997, 6) shows how courts in the United States have wrestled 
with the question of whether surrogate mother contracts are simply a means for “selling babies,” 
or for “sales of a socially useful purpose.” Contracts for selling babies are prohibited for many 
good reasons, but contracts for socially useful purposes are eminently sensible and perfectly legal. 
One can see merit in both constructions, as well as in their mutually exclusive solutions. Choosing 
one definition means abandoning the other. In this sense, defining problems means engaging in 
“strategically crafted arguments” that seek to “resolve ambiguities and paradoxes in a particular 
direction” (Stone 1997, 7).

Moreover, the task of defining or framing a problem necessarily involves arguments about 
“membership,” about what should be included and excluded under the categories deemed relevant 
for application. For example, in choosing to analyze disability in society, one is first asserting 
that disability is significant enough politically as well as economically that it warrants analysis 
and some kind of public policy response. But to do so means that disability must first be defined, 
and that is a task filled with ambiguity. Note that under current federal policy, the definition of 
disability is grounded in a clinical concept of impairment and the use of medical evidence by 
medical experts. But, as Stone explains, the medical concept of disability

remains very loosely defined, and the mechanism for determination of disability offers many 
opportunities for purposeful manipulation. The assignment of citizens into work-based and 
need-based distributive systems remains a highly political issue which is not easily resolved 
by the creation of formal administrative schedules or the delegation of decision making to 
the medical profession. . . . Thus, there is a constant struggle over the boundaries, which 
manifests itself in shifting pressures for expansion and contraction of the disability category. 
(Stone 1984, 140)

Defining disability differently would change the nature of policies affecting disability ben-
efits, while raising concerns about how to craft policies that address different (and currently 
ignored) classes of disability. In short, the problem of defining meaningful policy categories 
that can be translated into administrative systems is a political issue, not a technical issue that 
experts alone can decide.
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Policy analysts who seek “impartial” analysis must account for these ambiguities and present 
their implications for the consumers of their reports. Not all analysts are impartial in this sense. 
Many simply weigh advantages and disadvantages of authorized policy or of the policies their 
organizations advocate. Thorough, balanced reports will weigh advantages and disadvantages 
in terms of the different ways various contending groups frame the issues. This approach risks 
the ire of superiors or sponsors who want reports that support their positions. “Speaking truth to 
power” can be hazardous. As we have continued to emphasize, analysis is a political act in its 
own right.

Because policy analysis is an integral aspect of the political world in which we live, there is 
always a debate over the objectivity and independence of those who are hired to do this kind of 
work. The worst charge is that analysts are just hired guns who make the best case for decisions 
already made. While this certainly occurs, it does so with a high likelihood that it will be unmasked 
by the activity of analysts working from a different set of assumptions or a different worldview. 
Such unmasking results in a significant loss of legitimacy and, for that reason, is not as common 
in administrative venues as one might expect.

There are a variety of ways to prevent policy analysis from being captured by the political 
forces at play in the policy process. These include structuring job descriptions, reporting require-
ments, peer review processes, oversight committees, professional training, and emphasis on high 
standards of professionalism. The Democratic Balancewheel model also plays an important role 
in structuring and legitimizing competing standards for measuring the success of the democratic 
enterprise and the policy it produces. The model’s governance traditions (responsive governance, 
competent and energetic governance, minority rights and access to governance, and civic gov-
ernance) embrace contending values which lead proponents of each to define public issues and 
policy solutions very differently. Public agencies that purposely build these multiple perspectives 
into their analyses are likely to fare better with policy design, implementation, and legitimacy than 
agencies that do not follow this design strategy. Often, however, elected officials follow a narrower 

%XHIBIT������ Common Modes of Policy Decision and Analysis

6OTING�GROUP��NONCONSENSUAL 0ROCRASTINATION�NONDECISIONS�ARE�DECISIONS
#ONSENSUS�GROUP�DELIBERATION -EDIATION�ARBITRATION�BY�THIRD�PARTY
2ULES�STANDARDS�FORMAL�OR�INFORMAL "ARGAINING�INDIVIDUAL�OR�COLLECTIVE
/RDERS�EXECUTIVE�OR�JUDICIAL Trial or hearing of cases
4RADITION�CUSTOMARY�PRACTICE��PRECEDENT )NTUITION�THAT�hGUT�FEELINGv
#HANCE�LOTTERIES��mIP�OF�COIN )MPULSE�UNTHINKING��UNTRAINED�REACTION
(ABIT�TRAINED�RESPONSE !UTHORITATIVE�OPINION�BY�LEADER�OR�REFERENCE�GROUP
!NALYSIS�OF�FEEDBACK�REACTIONS�OF�THOSE�

impacted
!NALYSIS�THROUGH�DEBATE�ADVERSARIAL�ENGAGEMENT�
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care and with what intensity
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(ISTORICAL�ANALYSIS�WHAT�HAS�BEEN�THE�CASE�IN�THE�
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!NALYSIS�OF�TRADEOFFS�AMONG�RIVAL�CRITERIA�
COMPARATIVE�EVALUATION

Source: Derived from Stone (1997, 232).
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strategy for evaluating public policy. For instance, legislators frequently submit proposed bills 
for legal analysis, or they direct their evaluation staff to audit an agency or program in order to 
induce more responsiveness to policy agendas. Political executives often direct their policy staff 
to conduct cost-benefit or cost-effectiveness studies to assess the efficiency of proposed or exist-
ing programs. Many state and federal agencies are required by law to conduct regulatory impact 
analyses and to meet with clients and citizens to solicit feedback about programs. Legislative 
process and provisions of administrative law guarantee access by interest groups, many of whom 
add their own policy analyses to the mix.

Policy analysis is now a thoroughly institutionalized practice. Whole organizations like the 
Congressional Research Service (CRS), the General Accountability Office (GAO), the Council of 
Economic Advisers (CEA), and many state counterparts are established to provide policy analyses. 
Various agencies have their own analysis and program evaluation shops. In the nonprofit sector, 
many advocacy and interest groups, labor unions, political parties, and trade associations employ 
policy analysts. Professional associations and universities maintain institutes and programs staffed 
with policy analysts. At local levels, many county, city, and special district governments have less 
capacity to perform policy analysis, and so rely more on local universities, consultants, and small 
think tanks. Amidst this wide array of approaches to systematic analysis, policy “wonks” may 
spend as much time analyzing each other’s studies as they do conducting their own. As they parse 
the values, assumptions, definitions of problems, and proposed solutions of these rival studies for 
their principals, they contribute to policy dialogue. As political resources, they can play a powerful 
role in framing and guiding a policy debate.

AN OVERVIEW OF POLICY ANALYSIS TECHNIQUES AND METHODS

Many policy analysts draw pragmatically from an array of disciplines and employ a variety of 
analytic techniques and methods. Others are specialized and integrated into a multiphase process 
that includes a series of analyses conducted by different kinds of specialists. Thus, a proposed 
policy may be subjected to legal analysis, feasibility analysis, impact analysis, cost-benefit analy-
sis, and client-based analysis. The techniques and methods vary accordingly. Some of the more 
commonly used approaches and techniques are reviewed here.

Stakeholder Analysis

As indicated in chapter 12, leaders need to know whom to involve in sorting out policy ideas and 
solutions. How many people care about an issue and why? Some laws require the notification 
of people with known interests in a policy domain. Stakeholder analysis helps assess who must 
be involved and who can affect the policy design and outcomes. In cases in which the issue is 
well developed and positions are crystallized, the task of identifying stakeholders is relatively 
straightforward; in other instances, it is a more complex job. Simplistic stakeholder analysis of 
policy issues conjures up the image of a tug of war, where stakeholders line up on one side of an 
issue or the other. However, in the world of iron triangles, policy clusters, and policy subsystems, 
the pattern of interests is bound to be more complicated. It is likely that interests will be arrayed 
in a variety of directions, as illustrated in Exhibit 13.11. This is important because modest refram-
ing of proposed alternatives might induce significant realignment in the pattern or constellation 
of interests affecting an agency. The varying intensity of stakeholder interests, and the kinds of 
political resources they wield, also matters. The issue at hand may constitute the raison d’être of 
an advocacy organization but be only one among dozens of issues for the government agencies 
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involved. Mapping the significance of the players and ways they are arrayed on an issue will affect 
the way agency leaders interact with them in the policy process.

Policy Process Analysis

It matters how specific policy processes unfold and function. For example, a head librarian may need 
to know the processes involved for determining land use and acquiring building permits to expand 
a library facility. A state transportation official may need to know at what stage a permit approval is 
needed for modifying the edge of a wetland that drains into a navigation channel. The manager of 
a nonprofit that contracts with both state and county governments to provide services to mentally 
handicapped adults needs to know how well or poorly state and county policies mesh. These situations 
require a working analysis of legal procedures and substantive regulations. Process analysis often 
entails the use of linear planning models and critical path mapping. Failing to adequately analyze 
these processes can jeopardize contracts, compromise missions, and incur legal liabilities.

Decision and Cost-Benefit Analysis

Improving decisions through decision analysis is one of the most commonly taught forms of policy 
analysis (cf. Behn and Vaupel 1982). There are a number of approaches, but the most common 
is illustrated by the decision matrix in Exhibit 13.12, which divides the policy process into key 
decision stages. At the point in the process where decision criteria and policy alternatives are fully 
developed and agreed to by decision makers, analysts can provide the technical information about 
the effects of alternatives on the various criteria. This kind of analysis can significantly improve 
the quality and timing of decisions.

%XHIBIT������� Stakeholder Interests in Multiple Directions



404   STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT OF PUBLIC ORGANIZATIONS

Policy analysts have also been called on to summarize the results from a decision matrix 
into an estimate of overall comparative value. The most common approach for doing this is 
cost-benefit analysis (cf. Dunn 2004; Weimer and Vining 2004; Stiglitz 2000). In cost-benefit 
analysis, the values reflected in a decision matrix are assumed to be reducible to economic 
values.

Once reduced, the benefits and costs can be summarized. Typically, the benefits are divided by 
costs to determine a benefit-to-cost ratio. A ratio of greater than one (> 1) suggests a positive out-
come. The alternative with the largest benefit-cost ratio is considered the optimal choice. A number 
of federal and state laws require this kind of analysis prior to authorizing new rules or proceeding 
with implementation. Cost-benefit analysis can be useful for projects involving large expenditures 
for material improvements (e.g., transportation corridors, public buildings, or expensive equipment) 
or for projects that involve high-volume, low-unit-cost products (such as immunization programs) 
where the range of alternatives is narrow. It is much less helpful in determining the value of more 
abstract public goods (clean air, education, defense, and so on), or in comparing the relative value 
of unrelated programs (building a highway versus immunizing children).

Decision Tree and Network Analysis

Decision trees and network analyses provide additional approaches to informing decisions and are 
especially useful in exploring risk and uncertainty. Exhibit 13.13 illustrates how decision trees can 
be used to project alternative action steps, explore the potential consequences of those steps, and 
determine the value associated with their outcomes. They can help estimate the subjective utility 
of an alternative and its likely effects.

Network analysis provides similar insight by tracking processes, decision steps, and plausible 
outcomes through a maze of network relationships that defy the either-or structure of decision 
trees. It also more ably captures the dynamics and competing priorities of interorganizational 
networks. Here again, stakeholder maps can add greatly to the analysis.

%XHIBIT������� Decision Matrix

Source: Miller, Shinn, and Bentley (1994, 158).
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%XHIBIT������� Decision Tree Analysis Model

Source: After Behn and Vaupel (1982).
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Case Analysis

Case analysis is the use of single or multiple case studies that are rich in detail and thus helpful 
in understanding the dynamics of cause and effect in a specific type of setting (Yin 1984, 2003). 
Social statistics on educational attainment provide an overall basis for predicting the likely fu-
ture of a student or class of students. Based on the laws of probability, we can say with some 
confidence that children from families of higher socioeconomic status, two-parent households, 
and households where parents have high educational attainment are likely to do well in school 
themselves as measured by years of schooling completed. However, such an overall picture does 
little to inform us about the case where a child does well in school despite the fact that he or she 
comes from a disadvantaged background. What explains success in such a case? Case analysis 
that takes a close and comprehensive look at the experiences of a few children and parents may 
reveal important characteristics or conditions that help explain the factors associated with these 
children’s success.

Case study research is also helpful in understanding success or failure in complex administrative 
settings. Studying the dynamics of policy failure or institutional transformation can illustrate how 
processes declined, how values changed, and how roles played by various actors were redefined. 
Such analyses can be indispensable in guiding reform or institutionalizing new missions. One 
must be careful, however, not to generalize or formularize the application of insights drawn from 
a case study. Case studies highlight unique combinations of characteristics, criteria, and policy 
solutions that can fail miserably when carelessly transplanted to other settings.

Historical Analysis

Historical analysis brings another rich source of insight and evidence to bear on important policy 
questions. It provides vital biographical and contextual knowledge that helps trace how current 
policies emerged and how traditions and practices evolved. Knowing the history of an agency is 
much like knowing the life and character of a person: Such knowledge is rich in tacit understand-
ings and nuanced interpretations of events that enable analysts and leaders to identify key moments 
or windows of opportunity to affect policy change. Historians draw on many sources of insight, 
including interviews, policy and program records, personal logs and diaries, secondary sources, 
and multiple interpretive sources to provide balanced and well-rounded analyses (Yaffee 1994; 
Neustadt and May 1988). Like case studies, historical analyses provide insight based on unique 
characteristics and processes of change. The insight is valuable for insiders and for the contrast it 
provides with other histories, not as a blueprint for standardized solutions.

Experimentation and Quasi-Experimentation

Experimental methods can also be useful in policy analysis (Cook and Campbell 1979; Campbell 
and Stanley 2005). Quasi-experimentation typically entails a “before and after” comparison of 
the passage and implementation of a law and the effect it has on a dependent variable. Seat belt 
laws have been subject to such analysis. Exhibit 13.14 illustrates the use of experimental design 
to test the relationship between the use of seat belts and the number and kinds of automobile crash 
injuries. The exhibit shows the relationship of the effect of seat belt laws to personal injury in 
aggregate data. This same logic can be used in time series, as shown in Exhibit 13.15, which il-
lustrates Oregon’s land-use law. The expressed goal of the law was to reduce the rate of conversion 
of farmland and forestland to urban and suburban development. The time-series graph provides 
strong evidence of the effectiveness of this law.
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%XHIBIT������� Seat Belt Use Rate and Hospitalization

Source: Results of Maine CODES data, 1991 to 1997.

%XHIBIT������ Land in Farms in the Willamette Valley, Oregon, Before and After Passage 
of Senate Bill 100, Oregon’s Land-Use Planning Law, in 1973

Source: SOER (2000).
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Policy experiments can also be carried out by using naturally occurring treatments or by 
actively creating treatment groups. For example, one could test the effectiveness of public edu-
cation curricula on influencing recycling behavior. Neighborhoods could be randomly selected 
for public education fairs, each of which employs a different curriculum. Each neighborhood’s 
current recycling efforts would be assessed (perhaps by volume or weight of materials collected 
by recyclers) prior to the education fairs, and then compared with subsequent recycling efforts 
across all treatment groups. A common hazard in such study arises in the creation of treatment 
groups. Individuals may change their behavior simply because they are in the study (a result 
of what is known as the Hawthorne Effect). More unobtrusive assessments may be required to 
overcome the effect.

Survey Research

Survey research is a well-developed method for collecting information on people’s attitudes, 
behaviors, and positions on issues (Babbie 1990; Fowler 2001). Opinion surveys provide critical 
information on perceptions of issues and on the public acceptance of various policy options. While 
expensive to conduct, they provide feedback from important reference groups who help define 
effectiveness and influence the legitimacy of policy agendas.

Used within an appropriate theoretical framework, survey research can test hypotheses about 
the likely effect of policy actions and the distribution of political values and preferences. Survey 
research depends on people reporting things about themselves. There are limits to the ability of 
people to do this authentically. These limits have less to do with sample bias and methodological 
issues of how questions are written and sequenced, and more to do with the fact that people will 
respond differently in different social settings. Most people are surprisingly willing to respond 
to survey questions. They typically respond regardless of how well versed they are on the topic 
under study. This is problematic in policy study. In the early stages of policy formation, the policy 
and its implications are usually not well developed. People engage in a discovery process akin 
to fishing for answers as they consider or talk about a particular policy issue. The less familiar 
people are with the issue, the more important this concern becomes. Careful and skillful design 
can reduce the extent of such problems. The ease and expense of conducting survey research has 
improved dramatically with web tools such as SurveyMonkey, but so too has the potential for 
proliferation of unreliable surveys.

Planning

Techniques such as comprehensive planning, strategic planning, action planning, and project 
management are widely used in policy analysis. They attempt to systematically consider desired 
or alternative futures, and then plan how to move toward them more efficiently. Planning is an 
intensely political endeavor, because it defines the conditions for good living and seeks ways to 
achieve them by redirecting the use of resources and adopting new designs (physical and social) 
for living. It presumes some level of dissatisfaction with the status quo.

Comprehensive planning is usually related to land use, land management, and area develop-
ment, examples of which include a state’s comprehensive land-use planning system, the USDA’s 
Forest Service national forest management plans, and a city’s downtown development district plan 
are typical examples. By their nature, comprehensive plans determine zones of development or 
preservation, establish criteria for the kind and quality of development allowed within each zone, 
and set a long-term schedule for bringing the plan to fruition. Commonly, however, as the steps in 
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the plan are implemented, people in the community change their priorities and force modification 
of the political agreements that authorized it.

Another difficulty arises due to the technical and professional orientation of trained planners 
who bring their analyses, judgments, and methods to the planning process. They study planning 
trends and typically adopt one or another planning philosophy with accompanying methods. Their 
work often resembles an engineering design exercise more than a useful policy tool that enables 
citizens to actively explore and plan the future of their communities. More often than not, the real 
planning in communities occurs with land developers who buy up tracts of land and design their 
own plans for tract development or redevelopment as suits their vision and profitability. Large 
developers often hire their own planning staff to help with the design and planning process. The 
larger developers are usually able to secure variances from a comprehensive plan to accommodate 
their designs. The planning process is marked by many compromises as a result. Nevertheless, 
comprehensive planning at least provides for a general pattern of development and can guard 
against the ravages of spot zoning and other haphazard developments that can harm neighborhoods 
and compromise aesthetic qualities.

Strategic planning is similar to comprehensive planning. However, rather than intending to 
capture all elements comprehensively, these planning exercises help set direction and address 
broad policy goals. Strategic planning helps groups and organizations analyze the range of means 
viewed as acceptable or appropriate by those involved in the exercise. It offers a flexible strategy 
for working toward particular goals rather than preparing a trip map. The strategic planning process 
is useful for reexamining an agency mission and for working out the implications of changing the 
mission for various organizational roles, criteria of success, and policy content.

Action planning and project management are commonly used in settings where coordinated 
action is required by multiple individuals or groups, and where actions must be systematically 
linked to achieve the outcome. Action planning involves enumerating the steps necessary to ac-
complish a task, deciding who is responsible for which tasks, establishing when the tasks should 
be completed, and assessing the impact of completed tasks (Miller, Shinn, and Bentley 1994). 
Action planning steps help to focus people’s efforts and provide a sense of structure and concrete 
achievement. Project management generally entails multiple action plans, a master schedule, and a 
variety of subcontracting relationships to bring a project to completion. Project review and analysis 
occur routinely to avoid large deviations and to deal with unanticipated events.

THE FAILINGS OF POLICY ANALYSIS

Despite all the advancements in tools and methods of policy analysis, the practice remains 
highly problematic and contested. People generally dislike seeing their policies and practices 
subjected to analysis, in part because politics and governance are such messy and morally 
clouded activities. If one looks closely, it is easy to find flaws, discover failures, and dispute the 
value of proposed and established policies. The probing policy analyst and program evaluator 
pose potential threats. As a result, public officials at all levels try to control analysts—to set 
the terms of their inquiries, to define the problems they are assigned to analyze. Most analysts 
try to maintain their impartiality and the integrity of their methods, but this is contingent upon 
their degree of independence, as well as the degree of commitment they may bring to any given 
policy. Like their administrative colleagues, they must continually think about who and what 
they serve. And even with a substantial degree of autonomy, they cannot fully escape the pres-
sure of events, powerful actors, and the inherent limits of their own enterprise. Policy analysts 
are thus prone to some common failings.
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In a classic treatment on policy analysis, Arnold Meltsner (1976, 302–9) identified “seven 
deadly sins” that are common to the enterprise. They are worth reviewing because they can in-
duce a measure of humility in those who take them seriously. All politicians, administrators, and 
analysts should memorize them.

First, analysts must try to avoid “getting in a rut.” It is easy for officials and clients to get locked 
into a solution due to the lull of routine, or the insistence on adhering to “inappropriate goals or 
beliefs,” or because the consensus of policy opinion is so strong that few can think or question 
outside the box (Meltsner 1976, 302–3). For example, the drive to privatize public services has been 
strong and sustained for over 25 years and has resulted in many unwise contractual arrangements 
that are now beginning to haunt us. Critical analysis of these projects was virtually nonexistent 
for much of this history, and it remains sorely lacking.

Second, the “sin of distant advice” arises from being too far from policy on the street, or by 
relying too much on general data that do not reflect the specific application of policy. This often 
occurs because the general data are easy to obtain without going into the field, or because the ana-
lyst’s “theory and underlying conceptions of causation can be too global or too refined” (Meltsner 
1976, 303). This is the classic academic problem of trying to solve problems in general.

Third, the lack of timely analysis and advice can be deadly. Analysts may try to be more thor-
ough than the time and circumstances permit. The nature of the problem may only need a rough 
analysis, at least initially, to orient a client to the proper range of actions. Late advice is of little 
value, the effort made futile. The analyst must “understand the situation that confronts the client” 
in order to balance the need “between accuracy and being on time” (Meltsner 1976, 304).

Fourth, according to Meltsner, is the fact that advice is sometimes superficial, given too quickly, 
“off the cuff, and not based on enough digging into the roots of the problem.” As Meltsner indicates, 
most reorganization studies suffer from this problem (1976, 305–6), largely because they are used to 
disguise other objectives. Some studies were never intended to be so thorough. Analysts become mere 
pawns in such circumstances, and they had best be aware of how they are being used and for what.

Fifth, a common and costly sin occurs when analysts join in overreacting to crises—real or 
imagined—and when they and their organizations focus too much on current events. Inflamed fears 
of flu pandemics, terrorism, and the like can “lead to a kind of fire-house mentality, advice on the 
run” (Meltsner 1976, 306). This is a syndrome of sorts that leads easily to superficial analysis and 
hasty conclusions. The focus on current events is akin to not being able to see beyond one’s nose, 
and this can lead clients and their organizations into real disasters. Analysts must try to provide 
strategic advice about the long run, to see trends and developments down the road.

Sixth is the sin of “capricious advice,” or the tendency to induce change for its own sake. It 
is hard for analysts to say “just leave it alone” (Meltsner 1976, 307). The temptation to tinker is 
almost irresistible. After all, the presumption of analysis is that one expects to improve things 
or find something to fix. Meltsner’s example is as relevant today as it was when he first wrote 
it: “Consider our primary and secondary schools. Probably I am telescoping things, but I cannot 
remember a time when someone was not criticizing them and someone else was not suggesting a 
panacea” (308). In some policy arenas, everyone needs to take a breather.

Seventh, Meltsner calls attention to a problem we have dealt with at length throughout this 
chapter. This is the tendency of analysts to treat politics as irrational and antithetical to their craft. 
They often assume that their craft is apolitical, as though there is a separation of “policy” from 
“politics.” This results in constant misapplication of analyses to the situations they address because 
of the tendency to ignore the political constraints and dynamics that drive analytic work. As Stone 
(1997, 7) has so cogently illustrated, policy analysis is “a creature of politics” with its own biases, 
its own view of the world, and its own attempts to define problems and propose solutions.
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CONCLUSION

We end this chapter with a sober reminder that the craft of policy analysis cannot be separated from 
the art of governance. While the practice of policy analysis is important, its value is not limitless. 
The goal of policy analysis is to improve policy outcomes while not becoming paralyzed with the 
obsession to develop the next cycle of data gathering and to extend the analysis. At the end of the 
day, policy analysis and policy analytic techniques do not make decisions. In fact, as Herbert Storing 
(1980) indicated, the modern fixation with rational analysis tends to make decision makers weak 
and passive in the drive to find that next bit of data that will make the right decision self-evident. 
This fixation ignores the need for officials to be courageous and decisive, to use their judgment 
in the face of mountains of incomplete information. Analysis can provide relevant information. 
It can influence politics and policy choice, but in the final analysis it can neither manufacture a 
political agreement nor fashion a wise decision. That is the work of those who govern.

Viewed as an integral part of the larger process of governance, policy analysis in America 
will ultimately be judged by the extent to which it enables communities (1) to weave together 
a shared sense of the common good, and (2) to sustain that agreement in the face of important 
“drivers of change,” which we discuss in greater detail in chapter 15. We have argued throughout 
this chapter that the history of public policy is a history of dependence by the private sector on 
the policy infrastructure provided by the public sector. But as we look to the future, one of the 
themes of this book is that self-governance requires much greater attention to the underlying fab-
ric of civic life than has been the case (Shinn 1999). This underlying civic fabric is now widely 
viewed as a matter of critical importance and in need of intervention to restore its vitality (Putnam 
2000). We end this chapter with a challenge to those who do policy work to focus more of their 
attention on helping us better understand the role that civic infrastructure plays in supporting the 
political health of democratic governance, and the role administrators might play in keeping this 
infrastructure intact.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. What factors have influenced American development as a “commercial republic,” and 
how does this affect public policy?

2. Consider the discussion about regulation. Write an essay that provides a rationale for 
government intervention in the economy by regulation and provides an argument for 
limiting the degree of regulation in the economy.

3. Distinguish between policy choice, policy outcome, and policy impact. Provide an ex-
ample of each.

4. Review a recent public action that has taken place in your community in terms of policy 
choice. What is the choice? What is the structure of authority implied in the choice, and 
who will implement the policy action? Finally, consider the choice(s) made among the 
tools governments have available for use today. What criteria are appropriate for guiding 
such choices and evaluating the impacts of such choices?

5. Peruse a regional newspaper and identify a policy issue in the news. Use the policy 
cycle model to describe the status of this policy issue in terms of where it is in the policy 
process.

6. Choose a policy issue with which you are familiar, or one you find described in the news-
paper. Make a list of all those interests you think are involved, and use the distribution 
of benefits and burdens model to identify (a) the nature of the politics involved, and (b) 
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the type of policy likely to emerge from the political arena in which this issue is being 
contested.

7 Consider a substantive policy issue of interest to you, such as health care access, trans-
portation planning, affordable housing, or habitat restoration. Use the three models of 
intergovernmental relations (“picket fence,” “marble cake,” and “hierarchical”) to identify 
the governments and the structure of authority among those governments.

8. Explain why policy analysis is inherently a political practice. Use examples to illustrate.


